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Hey Friends,
Let's review the year together. Here are some of the highlights.
2019 in Review: Buy and Sell
Buy: Social topics
I'm seeing a ton of books on race, LGBTQ, disability, gender, climate change,
Trump, and economics.
Sell: Dogmatic theology
Readers don't seem interested in debating the finer points of Christian doctrine.
Publish a book on baptism, sell 100 copies. Publish a book on
#BlackLivesMatter, sell 10,000 copies. My hunch right now is that a Calvinist
and an Arminian can find common ground better than a Democrat and a
Republican. 
Buy: Diversity of Viewpoints
We saw major works come out from Scot McKnight, Ellen Davis, Miguel De
La Torre, David Bentley Hart, Preston Sprinkle, Jemar Tisby, Kate Bowler, and
Christian Smith. Hopefully in 2020 we'll continue to read authors who don't
share the same point of view, but can be incredibly helpful in helping us
understand the critical issues.
Sell: Cancel Culture 
Dismissing someone after 140 characters isn't like judging a book by its cover;
it's like judging a book by its call number. Takes no time. Requires no work. 
Buy: Church websites with helpful information
Where and when do you meet? 
Sell: Overkill
Pages and pages of content at church websites. Keep it simple.
Buy: Audiobooks
Very popular.
Sell: Print reference and (many) print journals 
Tick, tock, tick, tock.
Buy: Podcasts
Learn and be entertained while doing the dishes or spreading mulch in the
yard. Best newcomer: Michael Lewis's Against the Rules. Pete Enns's The Bible
for Normal People is still a mainstay in my rotation.
Sell: Podcasts
But who can keep up with this? I need a better organizational system. My feed
is a mess.
Buy: Multicultural Diversity. 
I can't imagine trying to become the church of the 1st century or trying to reach
someone in the 21st century without being multicultural. 
Sell: Bunch of white guys.
Some people might think that we talk this one to death, but I've been amazed
recently where I found myself in a large room full of white guys. I do love the
term manel as a conference panel that features only men.
Buy: Church Beyond Sunday Morning.
It has occurred to me this year how important these gatherings can be for our
family: Tuesday PM, Wednesday PM, Sunday afternoon, whatever. There is a
time and a place for the attractional church, but I fear that time and place is a
2003 Chris Tomlin concert.
Sell: The meet-and-greet.
"Let's all stand and greet the person next to you..." We've done away with this at
White Station. Studies show it doesn't work and isn't popular with guests
(Thom Rainer, Becoming a Welcoming Church). Who loves it? A few longtime
members who aren't the target audience anyway. Time to sell.
Buy: Storytelling.
Can be in print articles, sermons, and other formats. It's creative and all ages
get it. It's the basis of Radiolab, 30 for 30, and This American Life. And the
parables. Jesus is a fan.
Sell: Constant use of video.
Seems like inviting people to church/groups/seminars to watch television has
unintended consequences down the road. People watch enough TV already.
Let's consider ways to decrease dependence on TV, not encourage it. The
church needs to cut the cord.
2019 in Review: 12 Books You Might Read
2019 in Review: AAR-SBL and Higher
Education
The largest annual gathering of biblical and religious studies scholars each year
is the Annual Meeting of the American Academy of Religion (AAR) and the
Society of Biblical Literature (SBL). This year scholars packed their checked
shirts, navy blazers, and sensible shoes to gather in sunny San Diego with
nearly 10,000 other scholars in related fields. I wasn't born yet for the 1970
meeting, but I found this picture in Jack Lewis's office to document what it was
like.
I admit, I'm a bit jealous that I didn't get to live through the era where 75% of
middle-aged men could be mistaken for one of the Rat Pack.
AAR-SBL is also the home of the world's largest book exhibit for religious titles.
And that is why I was there. The meeting is also a great time to schmooze and
figure out what is going on in higher education. A few takeaways:
The enrollment decline of religious studies and theology is
pretty widespread. Part of it relates to the population decline of
Christianity in America, but part of it is simply the population
decline/plateau of those entering college, as the number of high school
graduates has plateaued. The factors include the declining number of
whites in the country, requiring colleges to diversify their outreach. But
another factor is that many American families are simply having less
children. Ross Douthat surfaced that topic last week with "Are Liberals
Against Marriage?" In this piece, he discusses the declining birth rate in
America and its relationship to declining marital rates. America's rate of
replacement (# of children per woman) is well below two (it was nearly
four during the height of the baby boom).  Douthat (a conservative
Catholic) worries that this decline might be rooted in a depreciating
interest in family values and faith. While it is true that much of this is
connected to wealth (richer countries have fewer children) he was sure to
suggest that faith did play a role. In a recent podcast he noted that there is
only one country among the wealthier nations whose replacement rate is
higher than two: Israel. 
There is also the issue of the shrinking liberal arts core and the
emergence of STEM-dominated course offerings. This has
implications for the book market. A Western Civ course might have two
required textbooks, while an introduction to coding will have none. Maybe
this will change the trends: Liberal Arts on the rise in the workplace.
Social media is a cheat code to notoriety. Younger scholars can
catch up really quickly right now. Karen Swallow Prior could probably fill
a room to match Amy-Jill Levine, for instance, despite the fact that Levine
has written more (20+ books), deals in two major world religions
(Judaism and Christianity), and teaches at a prestigious school
(Vanderbilt). In terms of notoriety, getting 1,000 followers might beat
getting a book published. 
A Few More Footnotes
1. Great piece by Jonathan Haidt on the problems with social networks. On
Point featured Haidt and others to discuss the piece. Check out Martin
from Savannah at the 20:30 mark. He tells Haidt (a college professor)
that he is too remote from his topic (people born since 1995), and then
starts quoting philosophers from the 60's. 
2. Someone paid 120,000 for a banana taped to the wall. Some said it was a
good case for a wealth tax. I'm imagining some Whole Foods executive
asking if they've been underpricing their $3 bananas.
3. "...spent nearly a decade pastoring a church in a community where only 5
percent of the local high-school graduates went on to college." Great piece
by Pete Wehner on "Timothy Keller's Moral Universe." 
4. Donald Trump, Jr.'s appearance on the NYT Bestseller list has been
questioned by some. There are suspicions of partisanship regarding how
the NYT determines bestsellers, which have led some conservatives to
think the deck is stacked against them. They might be right. But beyond
ideology, there is the simple question of how to count book sales, which
can get complicated.
5. NPR's favorite books of 2019.
6. "Why Your Pastor Isn't As Good as Those Professional Speakers."
7. "Use their morals against them." Researchers investigate why it is so hard
to convince someone else during an argument, and how we might do it
better.
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